Psychiatric patients who refuse nourishment.
Recently publicized court cases focused attention on two individuals who wished to be permitted to starve themselves to death in health care facilities. These cases constitute one variation of a more common event arising in medical practice: the patient's refusal to take nourishment voluntarily. The authors discuss medical, ethical, and legal considerations relevant to such refusals and analyze two clinical examples of patients who refused nourishment. The authors suggest that physicians restrict coercive feeding to individuals who are incompetent or suffering from serious mental disorders and adamantly refuse nourishment, as for these individuals the benefits of involuntary nourishment outweigh its risks.